Entrepreneurial activities are strongly influenced by the context in which they occur. It is therefore imperative to understand how different contexts enable entrepreneurs to create opportunities. In this paper we focus on the spatial context of rural entrepreneurs and explore how the rural context impacts on their opportunity creation. Based on a multiple case study we find that rural entrepreneurs mix what we refer to as placial embeddedness -an intimate knowledge of and concern for the place -with strategically built non-local networks, i.e. the best of two worlds. Notably, the entrepreneurs seek to exhaust the localised resource base before seeking out non-local resources. Our findings thus contribute to our understanding of entrepreneurship in context and challenge future research to explore how different forms of contexts are bridged in different settings to create varieties of entrepreneurial activities.
Introduction
Entrepreneurship is a vital mechanism in creating economic activity and growth in rural settings. It is therefore important to understand the circumstances that enable and constrain entrepreneurial activity in rural areas (Labrianidis 2006, Stathopoulou, Psaltopolous, and Skuras 2004) : How does the rural context influence the kinds, processes, and outcomes of entrepreneurial activities that areor could be -undertaken? This practical question is well reflected in the increasing attention academics in the entrepreneurship field are giving to contextual issues and how different forms of context influence entrepreneurial processes (Lang, Fink, and Kibler 2014 , Thornton 1999 , Welter 2011 , Zahra 2007 .
Several streams of research into entrepreneurship have identified contextual phenomena, including embeddedness, where an actor's contextual ties facilitate access to contextually bound resources; and bridging, where actors establish ties outside of a particular context, opening access to new resources. Studies of entrepreneurs in rural and/or depleted areas have shown how engagement in social networks and communities gives entrepreneurs access to local resources, and also how communities, in turn, will rally around and support entrepreneurial ventures to the benefit of the local areas (Anderson 2000 , Jack and Anderson 2002 , McKeever, Anderson, and Jack 2014 , McKeever, Jack, and Anderson 2015 .
This interaction resonates with the general theories of networks, institutions, and entrepreneurship, which propose that contexts can provide entrepreneurs with information about useful opportunities as well as access to resources needed to pursue them (Burt 2000 , Burt 2004 , Johannisson 1988 , Ruef 2002 , Thornton 1999 , Klyver and Hindle 2007 . Extending this proposition, it is also suggested that by bridging across otherwise unconnected social and institutional contexts, entrepreneurs can access additional resources to build and grow their ventures (Yang 2004 , Burt 2000 , Burt 2004 ).
Most of the research into the role of context and embeddedness has focused on social networks and institutional contexts, with little attention given to the spatial context (Welter 2011 , Hindle 2010 . While social networks and institutional contexts are surely extremely important, a comprehensive understanding of the role of context in rural entrepreneurship must also address spatial context. The spatial context is here defined as the topographical, geographical, and infrastructural elements as well as the meanings, experiences, and heritage of the location(s) of the entrepreneurial opportunity creation process. Also the movement and bridging between different spatial contexts may be of importance here, as entrepreneurship often involves interaction in globalised flows of products, capital, and people, which connect and constitute locations (Castells 1999, Korsgaard, Müller, and Tanvig 2015) . In this study we therefore explore i) how spatial context influences entrepreneurial opportunity creation, and ii) how entrepreneurial opportunity creation bridges spatial contexts? The study gives insight into the role of spatial context in particular, and shed light on how entrepreneurs bridge not simply across social networks and institutions -as emphasised in most extant research -but also across different dimensions of context, connecting local and non-local contexts.
In the research reported here, we take a qualitative case-study approach (Yin 2009 , Eisenhardt 1989 In our analysis three thematic codes stand out as particularly prominent: the local spatial context, the local social context, and the non-local social context. From the coding of the local spatial context we develop the concept of placial embeddedness to denote the entrepreneur's knowledge and use of the physical, cultural, and historical landscapes on their respective islands, as well as the entrepreneur's strong concern for the wellbeing of the local island communities.
Our study furthermore reveals a surprising balance between the use of local and non-local social contexts. The investigated entrepreneurs made much less use of local networks than expected; while the non-local networks were frequently used for strategic purposes such as finance, marketing, knowledge, and advice. Most notably, however, these non-local network contacts were established by the entrepreneurs to address specific business-related needs, and they were created after moving to the island. The entrepreneurs did not leverage their prior connections (exploiting their non-local social context), as would be expected from existing theorising. A distinct pattern can be seen in our data, where the entrepreneurs are actively seeking the best of two worlds, first by exploring and developing the use of locally-bounded resources, and then by reaching beyond the local context to secure locally-deficient but strategically vital business resources in non-local specialised networks.
The results challenge existing theory in several ways. The bridging illustrated by our cases was far from the opportunistic leveraging of knowledge flows emphasised in previous literature (see e.g. Burt 2000 e.g. Burt , 2004 . Rather than exploiting a parallel embeddedness in multiple networks to bridge across structural holes, we saw how rural entrepreneurs enacted opportunities in local places.
The central enabling bridging is not -as suggested by Burt (2000 Burt ( , 2004 -across social network contexts, but rather between a local place and a non-local social context of new strategically-formed partnerships. Direct exchanges with local social networks were less important to the entrepreneurial activities than suggested by existing research (Burt 2004 , Kloosterman, Van Der Leun, and Rath 1999 , Kloosterman 2010 ; with our cases instead deriving value from the knowledge and experience of the local material, and the historical and cultural place in the rural opportunity creation process.
In the next section we present the theoretical background followed by the methods used, our findings, and a discussion. To conclude the article we discuss limitations before we sum up our contribution.
Theoretical background

Context and entrepreneurship
It is well established both theoretically and empirically that entrepreneurial activities are embedded in contexts and that this has a significant impact on the economic activities and performance of both individuals and organisations (Dacin, Ventresca, and Beal 1999, Thornton 1999) . Being embedded is defined here as being situated in a context which enables and constrains the activities of actors.
From this perspective entrepreneurial processes are contextualised (Thornton 1999 , Zahra 2007 and will unfold differently across contexts (Welter and Smallbone 2011). Following recent calls for more contextualised studies of entrepreneurship (Welter 2011 , Trettin and Welter 2011 , Zahra 2007 , Steyaert and Katz 2004 , Korsgaard, Müller, and Tanvig 2015 , the social and institutional contexts have received some attention, also in the study of entrepreneurship in rural and depleted areas.
Social and institutional context
Sociological theories suggest that economic activities such as entrepreneurship are embedded in social network contexts consisting of interpersonal relationships (ties) that can enhance an entrepreneur's ability to succeed by e.g. gaining access to idiosyncratic information, access to resources on favourable terms, and provide much needed legitimacy to the entrepreneur Firstly, this has in particular helped researchers explore on the one hand how economic rationality and optimisation is often compromised by social and institutional embeddedness and on the other hand how this enables entrepreneurial activities for individuals with privileged positions in networks and institutions. Secondly, it has demonstrated the importance of bridging activities in enabling entrepreneurial activity, be it bridging across social or institutional boundaries.
Spatial context
The explorations of social and institutional contexts do not exhaust the story of how context influences entrepreneurial processes. Indeed, as suggested in several recent reviews, the role of the spatial context, especially at the localised level, has been much less researched (for exceptions see 
Entrepreneurship and the rural
Regardless of how you define rural (Hoggart 1990) , it is commonly accepted that rural areas face significant challenges in most developed countries. In general, rural areas experience the dark side of the unequal regional developments that characterise late modern society. This manifests itself in 
Purpose and research questions
Based on the above, we address two central research gaps: Firstly, there is a need for a deeper understanding of the role of spatial context in entrepreneurial processes (cf. Trettin and Welter 2011 , Welter 2011 , Hindle 2010 , in particular in relation to rural entrepreneurship, as spatial dimensions present both particular challenges and possibilities for rural entrepreneurs. Secondly, there is a need to understand how rural entrepreneurs bridge beyond the local context in the creation of entrepreneurial opportunities. Prior studies suggest that these two issues interlink insofar as entrepreneurs do not simply bridge structural holes in networks, but become closely embedded in and actively seek to change spatial and institutional dimensions of their new locations (Gaddefors and Cronsell 2009 , McKeever, Jack, and Anderson 2015 , Müller 2013 . The purpose of this study is thus, as stated above, to explore the following two research questions: i) how spatial context influences entrepreneurial opportunity creation, and ii) how entrepreneurial opportunity creation bridges spatial contexts? In addressing these questions we seek to add to our understanding of rural entrepreneurship as well as the role of spatial context for entrepreneurial processes.
Methods
A multiple case-study research strategy is deployed in this study (Yin 2009 , Eisenhardt 1989 . The limited knowledge and conceptualisation of the phenomenon of spatial context in rural entrepreneurship necessitates theory development. Eisenhardt (1989) points to multiple case studies as a solid research strategy for theory development. The depth and closeness to the phenomenon and context and the iterative analysis work create models and concepts that are validated in concrete observations and data (Eisenhardt 1989), building theories that do not depend on abstract speculation.
Case selection
For the purpose of exploring the role of the spatial context and the bridging to and from the local context in resource-scarce rural areas, we decided to study cases on small rural islands in the national setting of the primary researcher (Denmark). Rural island ventures can be said to constitute critical or extreme cases where both the enabling and constraining forces of spatial context can be expected to be clearly visible. The island setting has the advantage of allowing for a very clear distinction between the local and non-local, as the coastlines are clear physical, social, and experiential boundaries. This boundary between the local and non-local makes it easier to identify effects and workings of context and bridging in the cases used in the present study compared to less clearly demarcated rural areas on the mainland.
Furthermore, rural island entrepreneurs face just about the most extreme infrastructural and resource-scarce challenges possible in the Danish setting. Indeed, rural island settings represent an intensification of some of the challenges that rural entrepreneurs face in general (Baldacchino 2005) . This includes shortage of resources in the sense that rural island settings offer relatively poorer access to human, financial 1 and social forms of capital. Furthermore, local markets are typically small (the ventures studied were all located on small islands with a population ranging from 35 to 850). Finally, as these rural islands depend on transportation by sea, the transaction costs of acquiring resources from and selling to non-local markets are significantly higher than for rural ventures located on the mainland.
The cases were selected through expert sampling (Neergaard 2007), where we relied on an expert intimately familiar with the unique settings of Danish rural islands and the ventures, which are located in this setting. The expert-sampling strategy is well suited for the type of study conducted here. As the overall population of rural island ventures in Denmark is relatively small, there is limited point in seeking representativeness in the cases. On the contrary, the multiple casestudy approach relies on the use of information-rich and intrinsically-interesting cases (Stake 2000 (Stake , 1995 . Such cases are hard to find without the use of knowledgeable individuals familiar with the setting and population. As such, we solicited the assistance of a coordinator in a network for small rural island ventures to identify interesting cases for us. As it happened, all the cases identified by the expert were in-migrants, which allowed us to explore the possible workings of bridging in all the cases. Table 1 presents the cases.
As the cases were identified with the help of an expert, it is essential that the cases vary on All the ventures are relatively small and could easily be classified as small businesses with the exception of Fur Bryghus, which is a bigger venture than the rest and also distinguishes itself by pursuing a growth strategy. Notably, however, on the issues studied here, Fur Bryghus showed no significant differences from the other ventures. Furthermore, the focus of this study is on the opportunity creation process of the entrepreneur, focusing on the entrepreneurial mobilisation and combination of resources in the early stages of the venture, and not the subsequent management strategies and routines of the venture as a small business.
Data collection
The primary data source for the study was qualitative interviews with the founder(s) (or in the case of Fur Bryghus the current CEO). The qualitative interviews were conducted on-site in the rural island settings allowing the researchers to experience the setting and gain insight into the everyday activities of the entrepreneurs. For the interviews a semi-structured approach was used to ensure an elaborate narrative as well as coverage of central issues related to the entrepreneurial activity and its context.
Additional document data was gathered from media coverage and internet sources of the ventures. Despite their small size, all the ventures had received significant media coverage, probably at least partly on account of the location on rural islands. In the analysis this proved very helpful as it allowed for the validation of the critical events and their temporal ordering through data triangulation of interview data and secondary media data (Miles and Huberman 1994).
Data analysis
The data was coded in accordance with established practices for qualitative theory building in which analysis of the individual cases is combined with cross-case comparisons seeking to identify patterns of similarity and difference (Miles and Huberman 1994, Strauss and Corbin 1990) .
The analysis of cases is combined with recursive involvement of existing literature to refine themes and relations found in the data. Following Miles and Huberman (1994) , the analytic process was initiated with the design of a preliminary conceptual framework helping to focus the empirical data collection and analysis. The conceptual framework identifies themes that were included in the semistructured interview as well as thematic codes for data analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994) . Initial focus was devoted to spatial context, supplemented with social and institutional context, to allow for an exploration of how these different forms of contexts are interrelated. Also, given the focus on spatial context, a distinction was made between the local and non-local in the thematic coding. This conceptual framework allows us to explore the entrepreneurs' embeddedness in contexts and the bridging to and from the local context. The preliminary conceptual framework proved a useful tool for directing and focusing analysis of the data. Yet, we emphasise that the purpose of the study was not to confirm or disconfirm the framework (cf. Yin 2009 , Eisenhardt 1989 , Miles and Huberman 1994 .
Building on our preliminary conceptual framework, the analytic process proceeded with thematic coding of the data (Miles and Huberman 1994) . This coding established the relevant thematic codes and event codes for each case and served as foundation for cross-case comparison.
The thematic coding initially deployed the conceptual framework, yet allowed for the creation of new concepts as well as elaboration of the existing concepts. As an example the concept of placial embeddedness was developed from data coded in the thematic code on local spatial context. This part of the process was conducted using the NVivo 10 software. In addition to the thematic coding, event structure tables were created for each case allowing us to explore the temporal ordering of the key events for each case, such as moving to the island, starting the new ventures, and forming strategic partnerships (Miles and Huberman 1994) . It further allowed us to compare the sequencing of key events across cases.
Findings
In the following the findings are presented. Initially, some descriptive findings are presented that
give an overview of patterns in the data, including the overall prevalence of thematic codes and a general event sequence structure for the cases. Subsequent sections explore the "how" (cf. Yin 2009) research questions related to the spatial and social contexts and bridging, by exploring in depth the concepts of placial embeddedness, non-local strategic networks, local social embeddedness, and opportunity creation. Finally, section 4.6 discusses the "why" (cf. Yin 2009) question related to the pattern of combining placial embeddedness and non-local strategic networks;
i.e. the best of two worlds.
Descriptive findings
In the initial thematic coding three thematic codes emerged as particularly important: local spatial context, non-local social context, and local social context. Local spatial context and non-local social context were recurring themes with significant importance across the cases, however, as will be seen below, in ways that extend and challenge how these issues are dealt with in the existing literature. Local social context was also interesting, primarily because it was less pronounced and leveraged in different ways than expected, based on the existing literature. It was surprising that non-local social context appears to be more important and prevalent than the local variant.
The qualitative interpretation that the above three thematic codes were important was supported by the distribution and prevalence of these codes in the coding as shown in table 2 which provides an overview of the initial thematic codes and their occurrence in the data. The table indicates that the codes for local spatial context and non-local social context are prevalent in the data, and local social context comparably less so. The table also breaks down the codes into interview data and document data for triangulation purposes. The similarity in the distribution between interview and document data suggests that the findings are not solely an effect of the focus of the interview guide used for this study (Miles and Huberman 1994) .
Some contexts were notably absent in the coding and analysis of the data. In particular, there were very few instances of non-local spatial context in the data. This indicates two things: Firstly, that the entrepreneurs are not actively seeking out resources spatially tied to places outside of their local islands. Secondly, that the entrepreneurial activities for the entrepreneurs were firmly located
